In the years between the two world wars a fledgling radical force that we today call 'fascism' was transformed from a tiny fringe movement into a dominant international political paradigm that challenged liberal 'mainstream' values and violently reversed decades of progressive change. Fascism's spectacular and devastating success underlined how limited, resented, and reversible the alleged liberal consensus was in large parts of Europe during the interwar years; and how much demand for radical ultranationalist and authoritarian alternatives lay just below the fragile veneer of the liberaldemocratic mainstream. The worldwide economic crisis was a catalyst for, rather than the primary cause of, this transformation, revealing and legitimising strong pre-existing concerns and resentments, both among the elites and public opinion.
Two years ago, Nigel Copsey concluded his Lecture on Fascism -intriguingly titled Fascism… but with an open mind -with these words:
Radical right-wing populism . . . has grown in sophistication largely due to the influence of neo-fascist theorists, particularly with regard to the adoption of ethno-pluralist discourse. . . . If we accept the particular contribution of neo-fascism to this process, it surely is a mistake to argue that neo-fascism has played a minimal role in defining the ideological and discursive practices of the contemporary far right. The fact that rightwing populists feel it necessary to repeatedly draw a clear line (in public) between themselves and the 'extreme right' also tells us much about the extent to which both the 'radical right' and 'extreme right' mingle. . . . Neo-fascism represents a continual evolution of fascism away from its dominant inter-war manifestations.1
Questioning or limiting the relevance of 'historic fascism' in the understanding of the 'new' radical right in contemporary Europe may have stemmed from a need to acknowledge the latter's changing ideological profile and, especially, political strategies; but driving a wedge between the two has often obscured the radical right's more subtle debts and links to the experience of interwar fascism.2 Continuities and analogies are always difficult to reconcile with a historical approach that privileges the particular, the different, even the allegedly 'unique' . Yet, comparative and more recently transnational analyses of fascism have thrived precisely on this interstitial space where neither continuities nor discontinuities or ruptures are complete, where national responses can be both unique and fascinatingly analogous in a broader sense to those in other countries and historical contexts. The Telegraph, May 28, 2014, accessed March 5, 2015, http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/ timstanley/100273640/european-fascism-has-returned-it-never-went-away-and-it-probably -never-will/.
yield a sharper, more nuanced understanding of the contingent elements of historical process without fetishising either particularism or an a-historical sense of analogy. 4 The 2013 Lecture on Fascism ended with a plea, once again, to 'take [historic, pre-1945] fascism seriously' , preserving its place of honour inside our analytical toolkit for the contemporary radical right. I am here today to make a further case in favour of constructive historical analogy between 'historical fascism' and the contemporary radical right. In the years between the two world wars a fledgling radical force that we today call 'fascism' was transformed from a tiny fringe movement into a dominant international political paradigm that -we have been repeatedly told -challenged 'mainstream' values and violently reversed decades of progressive, 'liberal' change. Fascism's spectacular and devastating success underlined how limited, resented, and reversible the alleged liberal consensus was in large parts of Europe during the interwar years; and how much demand for radical ultranationalist and authoritarian alternatives lay just below the veneer of the liberal-democratic 'mainstream' . The 1929 worldwide economic crisis acted as a catalyst for, rather than the primary cause of, a radicalising spiral -revealing, intensifying, and legitimising strong pre-existing concerns and resentments, both among the elites and public opinion.
Does this sombre historical precedent hold any relevance for contemporary Europe, haunted by perceptions of unprecedented existential, economic, and identity crises? I believe it does -and explaining why and how is the task that I have set myself for this lecture. On many occasions in recent years, I have tried to draw attention to instructive, yet also disturbing analogies between the 1930s and the post-9/11-post-crisis world that we inhabit. In doing so, I have no intention of suggesting that contemporary Europe finds itself on the precipice of a catastrophic recurrence of 'fascism' in its historic guise.5 My main focus is not radicalism or extremism or (neo-)fascism per se but instead the attitudes and responses of what we -very loosely -describe as 'mainstream' politics and society.
As one of the most eminent scholars of authoritarianism, Juan J. Linz, has noted, in the majority of cases the catastrophic disintegration of democracy in interwar Europe and its replacement by post-liberal dictatorial regimes (with or without the participation of trademark 'fascists') had more to do with the weak commitment to the new system by elites and public opinions than with the strength of the radical anti-system challenge.6 Long-standing, if rather concealed in its full intensity and reach, authoritarian, nativist demand, radicalised by perceptions of existential and material crises, intersected and aligned with a new radical form of populist, ultra-nationalist, palingenetic, and above all action-oriented supply. Fascism appealed to the intensifying disaffection of European societies with liberal democracy, provided tangible guarantees of defence against the perceived threat of domestic and international communism, promised unity and order, and inspired irrational loyalty in a wide range of elite and social groups with its fanatical, uncompromising promise of a radical 'new beginning.'7 In different but complementary ways, generations of fascism scholars have pondered this disturbing development and provided a wealth of interpretations -some privileging the innovative and appealing 'supply' side of the fascist phenomenon while others dissecting the social, economic, political, and cultural structures of crisis that created strong 'demand' for such a radical force and ensured its transnational political 'success' .
Analysing 'historical fascism' as a genus of political extremism introduces a dichotomy between the kind of radical ideas and politics espoused by fascists, on the one hand, and the (putatively very different) attitudes and behaviours that formed part of the 'mainstream' , on the other. The early premise of fascism as a historical 'parenthesis' -according to Benedetto Croce, a dissonant symptom of a serious moral and political 'malaise' which had its roots in the exceptional circumstances of the interwar period8 -was comforting in the sense of driving a wedge between the perceived irrationality of fascism and the alleged orthodoxy of enlightenment reason embedded in European tradition. If the rise of interwar fascism could be analysed as an exceptional, fascism 4 (2015) 1-24 pathological divergence from the path of progress and reason, as a rogue nihilist revolution rooted in the extraordinary circumstances of the post-First World War period that engaged in destruction without a shred of idealism, then both interwar fascism's success and the disintegration of liberalism could be seen as aberrant, discontinuous pathologies.9 Such a comforting perspective did not withstand more sombre and incisive postwar analyses. Horkheimer and Adorno revealed disturbing lacunae of irrationality and disorientation in the cherished Enlightenment project that re-inscribed fascism in the cultural circle of modernity.10 George L. Mosse saw fascism not as a departure from mainstream European culture but as a 'scavenger' that 'absorbed most of what had (or proved to have) the greatest mass appeal in the past.'11 For Mosse, as later for Zeev Sternhell and Roger Eatwell, fascism's appeal lay exactly in its ability to fuse highly disparate elements from both right and left, both revolutionary and authoritarian political traditions, into novel syncretic and convincing ideological hybrids.12 According to Roger Griffin, fascism represented an intrinsically modern politicised attempt to overcome decadence, restore a new sense of certainty and existential stability as a way out from the crushing disorientation of the modern world, regenerate the national/racial community, and establish a fundamentally new order on the scorched debris of the old world that it sought to destroy.13 Gilles Deleuze rejected the understanding of fascism as the product of pathological aberrations and seismic departures from an alleged rational path. Deleuze also argued that fascism's continuing recurrence was rooted in desires for security to fight anxiety, order to defend against chaos, meaning to compensate for disorientation.14 In different ways, all these and other similar interpretations challenged the idea that fascism was an aberration of an otherwise orthodox mainstream path in European political and cultural history. My task is to take further this process of de-escalating interwar fascism's 'departure' from the European 'mainstream' . My starting point is the observation that, when we juxtapose fascism as a rogue form of extremism to a putative moderation of mainstream elites and society, we are projecting a normative understanding of this 'mainstream' on a far messier and volatile historical reality. I contend that the 'success' of interwar fascism owed at least as much to cultural, political, and social pathologies that lay deep into the mainstream as to the cogency of its ideological synthesis and the effectiveness of its political praxis. I also revisit the conventional association between 'crisis' and the rise of fascism. Far more than the worldwide financial crisis of 1929, it was a more complex, subjective 'crisis mindset' (fed by a combination of economic, identity, and existential insecurities, both long-and short-term) that played a critical role in radicalising pathologies and deepening dark fissures already present in mainstream beliefs and attitudes. All these insights will allow me to make the case for a disturbing historical analogy with contemporary relevancenot one that concerns the continuities between interwar fascism and the contemporary radical right, as Nigel Copsey's 2013 lecture so eloquently did, but one that focuses on the continuity of disquieting mainstream inherent contradictions and 'crisis mindsets' that feed both the radical, taboo-breaking appeal of the contemporary European radical right and the potential for 'mainstream' radicalisation.
The Problem with the Mainstream
We need to talk about 'the mainstream' . It is disturbing that so little has been written about a concept that supposedly describes so many of us and gives extremism its relational meaning.15 Mainstream, it would seem, simply exists. The term is deployed in everyday and academic discourse with a laxity that is uncharacteristic for our analytical, definition-and classification-obsessed modern mind. It is also in stark contrast to the precision with which we aim to talk about fascism. There may be seven or more varieties of the radical right, up to six types of authoritarian regimes in interwar Europe, a host of different variants of fascism, depending on which survey one consults16 -but there is, it would seem, one mainstream.
I do not intend to re-define the concept of 'mainstream' -although I do believe that it is high time we applied to it some of the conceptual attention and precision directed at concepts such as 'extremism' , 'populism' , and of course 'fascism' . Instead, I wish to draw attention to the ways in which the lazy, confused use of 'mainstream' in binary opposition to extremism (fascism included) may lead to troubling analytical distortions. This 'mainstream' is a strange, volatile assortment of mindsets, beliefs, and attitudes. Not unlike 'extremism' , it involves a broad spectrums of attitudes that often cross over (and muddle) the supposed boundaries between the two. The two concepts exist in relational terms to each other; they are equally important in giving meaning to each other and in mapping the largely overlapping, hybrid political space that lies between them.17 As a naming convention, extremism makes sense in spatial terms, as 'the farthest out' and removed from the midpoint of minimum workable consensus.18 Naming and describing extremism bestows moral weight on the features of the mainstream; and stigma for the equivalent characteristics of extremism. It is through awareness of the notion of 'too far' -whether it is 'too little' or 'too much' -that the mainstream arrives at the consciousness of a midpoint of moderation and balance.
Still, between the middle and the 'farthest out' points, there is a fractal landscape of gradations, intersections, and partial overlaps. The story of the Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands [npd; National Democratic Party of Germany] in Germany reveals how difficult it can be to detect where the mainstream ends and extremism begins. Since 2001 there have been two attempts to prove that the party is extremist because its ideology contravenes the constitution of the Federal Republic; the first failed while the second, four years on, is still under consideration.19 Jobbik leaders and supporters in Hungary have strenuously denied that they are 'extremists' because they claim If anything, the historical record of the interwar period contains a sombre warning as to how volatile, uneven, and above all potentially reversible 'progress' can be. When peace finally prevailed in Europe after the tumultuous four years of the First World War, a new era of liberal institutions and rights seemed to have dawned on the troubled continent. The highly symbolic transformation of Germany from a bastion of authoritarian militarism into a popular republic was accompanied by the introduction of liberal constitutions and the establishment of democratic parliamentary systems in many European countries. The 'first wave' of liberalisation and democratisation that had begun in the second half of the nineteenth century swept across war-ravaged Europe, bringing profound institutional changes that strengthened popular sovereignty and minority protection.25 In hindsight, however, such a momentous change was a brief interlude rather than a lasting change of political direction. Liberal constitutions were widely regarded with hostility and resentment as an 'alien' forced import -'a standard-issue English suit foisted' on the vanquished and the weak, as Carl Schmitt noted.26 In Romania, the new constitution combined plural citizenship with a host of measures amounting to full emancipation of the country's Jewish community.27 However, legal achievements did not translate into changes in societal attitudes towards the country's minorities -and especially the Jews. Anti-Jewish agitation escalated throughout 1922-23, fuelled by the prospect of full Jewish emancipation.28 Already in the early 1920s, the advance of democratisation and liberal rights had started to become reversed -after Hungary in 1919, Italy and Spain followed soon along the path of authoritarian 'departure' . The traumatic ebb of this reversal was reached in the late 1930s, when all but the most established and robust democracies in the north and west of Europe had disintegrated into authoritarian, anti-liberal, and nationalist dictatorships with very little respect for civil and minority rights, and even less concern for the welfare of their Jewish communities.29 Fascism was an integral part of this -much wider and multifaceted -international authoritarian and post-liberal turn of the 1920s and especially 1930s.30 The period between the appointment of Benito Mussolini as Italian prime minister in October 1922 and the establishment of the Fascist dictatorship in January 1925 marked the first milestone in this shift and expanded the horizon of opportunity for radical political change elsewhere. With the advent of Adolf Hitler to power in January 1933, the international dynamic of the departure intensified. In fact, the 1933-36 period was the most critical for the reshaping of the 'anti-democratic space' in interwar Europe, in the sense that the successful consolidation of the Nazi regime appears to offer a resounding confirmation both of the paradigmatic 'authoritarian turn' and of an alternative radical political model that many at the time recognised in both Italian Fascism and German National Socialism. More importantly, however, the radical praxis of the National Socialist regime unlocked opportunities for similar forms of action elsewhere. The defiant, terrifying breaking of taboos in Nazi Germany soon prompted others to do the same -or more. The model pioneered by the Nazi regime with the 1935 so-called Nuremberg Laws not only reversed violently decades of liberal emancipatory achievements but also appealed to, and activated, preexisting, yet latent or partly suppressed, anti-Jewish resentments in other countries. It set a new -radical yet legitimised in the eyes of many willing sympathisers -precedent that facilitated its adoption, adaptation, and reproduction -in a cascade effect -in large parts of the continent.31
Beyond anti-Semitism, fascism supplied novel radical 'solutions' to 'problems' that many others -not just in Italy or Germany, and not just 'fascists' -were already keen to address in far more radical, taboo-breaking ways. Anti-liberal, anti-democratic/parliamentary, anti-socialist/communist, antiminority, militaristic, and ultranationalist/nativist attitudes were strong fascism 4 (2015) 1-24 Postwar historiography too has made ample use of the analytical toolkit of 'crisis' in explaining the rise and success of fascism. Richard Overy described the entire period between the end of the First World War and the outbreak of the second global conflict as one marked by multiple, mutually reinforcing crises.41 In Italy, the 'crisis of the dopoguerra' has featured prominently in interpretations of the rise of Italian Fascism. 42 In Germany, the debilitating effects of the worldwide depression have been used as causal explanatory factors of the spectacular rise of the electoral power of the nsdap between the low of 1928 and the peak of 1932.43 Robert Boyce has spoken of a 'dual crisis' of political institutions and the global capitalist order as a mutually reinforcing spiral: the political failure of international cooperation exacerbated the economic downturn that started at the end of the 1920s and the subsequent depression reinforced the protectionism and nationalism that further undermined the liberalised economic system.44 As I have already mentioned, Linz described the spectacular collapse of democracy in interwar Europe as the outcome of a profound institutional crisis that deprived the liberaldemocratic systems of their much-needed legitimacy in the eyes of elites and public opinions alike. 45 It is always easier in retrospect to see crisis as an objective, structural force of historical change. Beyond, however, the tangible features of economic crisis (unemployment, decline in consumption, price rises and currency devaluation, breakdown in global cooperation leading to protectionism and economic conflict, escalation of class conflict etc), there are a host of other, less concrete and measurable -and thus highly subjective -indicators that can be inscribed on a discourse of crisis. To put it simply, there is structural crisis (in or of a system) and there is a 'crisis mindset' , based more on subjective perception and 'interpreted social reality' than on objective awareness of reality itself. 46 The two facets may significantly overlap, they may even be causally linked, but they operate very differently. A 'crisis mindset' may be rooted in objective observations about socio-economic or cultural change but it may also acquire a separate dynamic that far exceeds -or even diverges from -the reality of structural crisis. The pervasive 'crisis mindset' that seized European elites and publics in the interwar period was fed by diverse sources. The experience of, first, hyperinflation and, later, global depression, with its severe social implications, was but one of them. The ensuing intensification of antagonism between states, national groups, and social classes; the sense of national humiliation for those countries that had ended up on the losing side of the First World War and a feeling of betrayal among some of the victors; the fear about a worldwide communist take-over in the wake of the 1917 Bolshevik revolution in Russia (and its spin-offs in Hungary and Germany that may have failed in practice but at the time seemed to confirm the pervasive anti-communist hysteria); the psychological gap left by the brutal experience and devastation of the First World War; the painful breakdown of international cooperation after the optimism that surrounded the creation of the League of Nations; a growing sense of cultural despair about the future of 'western' culture47 and of Europe as the powerhouse of the world; the shattering of the optimistic expectations that followed the conclusion of the Great War and shook even further the belief in human progress48 -all contributed to a pervasive and ever-deepening anxiety about the future that both predated and outlasted the 1929 global economic crisis. Many of the tributaries of what Roger Griffin has described as a collective 'sense-making crisis'49 had been for some time flowing faster and faster just beneath the surface of grudging democratisation and liberal advances. The worldwide economic crisis supplied just enough more force -existential Angst mixed with material and status insecurity -to combine these tributaries into a sweeping cataclysmic stream. Crisis -or rather a pervasive, acute perception thereof -confronted European societies with a historic moment of judgement, forcing them to choose from a severely restricted menu of harsh binary options and 'unavoidable, harsh, non-negotiable alternatives.'50 Nevertheless, even before the onset of the economic crisis, many among the mainstream elites had expressed preferences or even made choices that ran against the grain of the fledgling liberal, democratic, and parliamentary orthodoxies. Liberals and above all conservatives in both Italy and Germany had been working behind the limelight to crush the left and defend the status quo from revolution or chaos at any cost, even if this meant an increasing flirtation fascism 4 (2015) 1-24 with forces of the radical right to the detriment of the liberal order. It was conservatives, not radicals or fascists, in Hungary that broke the taboo of antiJewish legislation in the post-Versailles Europe (the 1920 numerous clausus law).51 It was a progressive liberal government in Greece that tolerated and even indirectly supported violence against the Jews of Salonica in the early 1930s; in the 1930s, once power ebbed away from the liberal party, its leadership was willing to support coups and entertain authoritarian solutions.52 It was a coalition of conservative nationalists in Poland who consistently promoted policies of aggressive 'Polonisation' of national economy at the expense of all minorities; on the eve of the Nazi invasion in 1939, some of them petitioned the parliament to introduce racial legislation against the country's sizeable Jewish community.53 Conservative forces in Austria, Portugal, and Spain were willing to subvert liberal institutions in order to protect their status against the agitation of the left. Overall, democracy imploded in the 1930s not so much because fascists and their radical fellow travellers across the continent waged such a formidable challenge to its institutions but because it never possessed sufficient supplies of legitimacy among the public and the elites that were supposed to defend it. The catalogue of these and other cross-overs is long and disquieting. In different ways, both fascist and conservative/liberal political constituencies had effectively blurred the boundaries that allegedly separated radicalism from the mainstream, the 'old' from the 'new' right. Fascists proved particularly adept at elbowing their way into the mainstream by shedding some of their earlier radical views in an attempt to endear themselves with industrial and political elites.54 Mosse highlighted how successfully interwar fascism reconciled its two seemingly antithetical rhythms, the 'amoeba-like absorption of ideas from the mainstream of popular thought and culture, countered by the urge towards activism and its taming.' He also noted that 'fascism positioned itself much more in the mainstream than socialism . . . [ common man's preferences and went on to direct them to its own ends.'55 On their part, interwar political elites were less entrenched in ideological 'red lines' against some extremist alternatives than often assumed. Their commitment to liberalism and democracy was brittle to begin with, if not grudging and tactical in many cases. Faced with formidable challenges to their power from both the revolutionary left and the radical right, they often prioritised order and maintenance of their status over defence of the liberal-parliamentary order. Even when mainstream elites turned decisively against fascist organisations, they often did so in parallel with a strategy of ruthlessly dismantling the liberal-parliamentary order.56 As fascism gained in strength and political legitimacy, they learnt from its radical praxis, adapting selectively some of its institutional experiments, political strategies, and stylistic elements. It was this ongoing convergence between extremism and the mainstream that, by the 1930s, had rendered a number of earlier taboos (dictatorship and dismantling of the liberal-parliamentary system, persecution of political opponents, discrimination against minorities, anti-Semitism, totalitarian models of social control, militarism, etc) far more acceptable to mainstream political elites.57 All in all, the radical 'fascist' synthesis was forged with individual components mined from within the mainstream of European culture and politics. The severity of the 1929 global depression and its aftermath certainly contributed to the violent intensity and timing of the backlash; but the financial 'crisis' -and even more the subjective 'crisis mindset' that it fostered -magnified, radicalised, and legitimised much of what was already in place.
Crisis, the New Radical Right, and the Mainstream
What is the relevance of this somber historical precedent for contemporary Europe, haunted by perceptions of unprecedented existential, economic, and identity crises? Since the turn of the new millennium, the new radical right has thrived in a milieu of heightened insecurity and existential anxiety amidst a pervasive perception that old certainties once again crumble, exposing a terrifying dark horizon for the future. 2005), as well as the recent spasm of violence in Paris, Copenhagen, and the territories of the Islamic State, only strengthened these fears among the European public and increased the mainstream appeal of the anti-Islam discourse of the parties of the radical right. Selective, sensationalist coverage of terrorist incidents by mainstream media has heightened a public perception of insecurity and has drawn attention to the issue of defending national security as a matter of utmost priority regardless of any associated transgressions in the domain of human rights and freedoms. In these circumstances, the radical right's attack on Islam as both a religion and set of associated cultural values was presented as a legitimate form of collective (national and 'civilisational') self-defence.58 The spectre of radicalisation of Muslims living in Europe also lent ammunition to the radical right's ethno-pluralist arguments, leading to stronger accusations that communities with Muslim background were either unable or unwilling to 'integrate' into an alleged national or 'European' way of life. The divisive message of the radical right has also benefited significantly from the recent global financial crisis with its debilitating economic and social side-effects. The crash infused pre-existing anxieties about material resources (employment, wages, welfare, public services) with a new sense of urgency that played into the hands of the radical right's 'zero sum' argument that pitted nativist communities against immigrants in a fierce competition where one's gain is the other's equivalent loss. It is thus not surprising that immigration became the symbolic centre of gravity for the radical right, absorbing all its trademarks concerns about security, identity, and wellbeing. The timing could not have been more felicitous for the radical right, with mainstream policies of deep, prolonged austerity implemented since 2008 and seemingly uncontrollable migration flows hardening popular attitudes in relation to the so-called 'absorption capacity' of the host societies and the spectre of economic competition between 'native' and 'immigrant' groups.
Meanwhile, the view of immigrants or Muslims as threats to the existential, identity, and material security of western societies and 'the west' as a whole has shifted away from the fringes to the mainstream of the political debate. The ethno-pluralist mantra of putative cultural and moral incompatibility between certain immigrant communities and 'the west' has long ago ceased to be the preserve of right-wing extremists and radicals; yet the degree to which it has now been accepted in mainstream perception, as evidenced by a series of opinion polls,59 is unprecedented. Language that contains strong residues of unreformed racism is customarily used by mainstream politicians, media, and members of the public when they talk about the alleged threat posed by particular, perceived as 'non-native' , groups, be those Roma, Muslims, black people or members of any targeted ethnic group.60 Meanwhile, pseudorational arguments about 'absorption capacity' and intensifying competition for dwindling material resources have been given a powerful psychological boost by the 'crisis mindset' that the 2008 worldwide economic crisis fostered among the public.61 Framing Muslims and/or immigrants as an existential threat not just to the abstract 'western culture' but also to western 'way of life' and 'liberal values' has paid handsome dividends for the radical right. 62 The gains in the electoral domain are significant and broadly sustained, if short of a cascade effect. But it is on the basis of agenda-setting power that the antiimmigrant, anti-Islam, and anti-minority discourses of the radical right have scored their most significant and enduring successes. 63 The rise of the radical right, both as an electoral constituency and even more so as an agenda-setting force, is -to use a phrase coined by Cas Mudde -a phenomenon of 'pathological normalcy' , that is, the product of a radicalisation of beliefs and values that have always formed part of, or have recently become more acceptable to, mainstream society.64 This is an invaluable, lucid corrective to the comforting discourses that continue to pretend that the extremists inhabit a strange, alien landscape well beyond the horizon of mainstream society. However, radicalisation may both breed further radicalisation and normalise, de-stigmatise it. The successful framing of a series of independent arguments that tap on pre-existing prejudices, old and new fears, as well as profound existential anxieties into a lucid master-narrative, easily flows back into the mainstream. It confirms biases and legitimises latent extreme tendencies. For want of a more eloquent word, it 'mainstreams' previously deemed as 'extreme' ideas, discourses, attitudes and behaviours. If much of what the radical right currently offers is largely derived from a dark chamber of fear, anxiety, and resentment just below the shining surface of mainstream moderation, then it feeds back into it, widening the cracks and adding more force to the explosive fusions. That all this happens as a strikingly unspectacular, gradual, often trivial and difficult to gauge process makes the result of 'mainstreaming' even more difficult to contest while it is underway. Suddenly, strange white vans with the menacing slogan 'Go Home or Face Arrest' are seen roaming the streets, financed not by the radical right but by a 'mainstream' government; politicians who complain about 'foreign voices' filling up the streets top the polls; and talks by 'mainstream' politicians of 'deporting foreign criminals' no longer disturb the bulk of the public opinion or the leaders of other 'mainstream' parties. 65 Nowadays we are well aware that the damage inflicted by fascists and kindred radicals in interwar Europe was disproportionately higher than the actual electoral strength of their parties or movements. We should thus take no comfort from the fact that, in spite of its rising popularity, the electoral support for the radical right remains a minority phenomenon. Very few people could have predicted the immense symbolic significance of the incident that took place in Wangen, Solothurn, Switzerland in 2005. A local Turkish cultural association, which two years earlier had been granted permission to use an industrial building as a cultural and religious space, applied to the authorities for the construction of a single 'symbolic' minaret, merely six metres high. After two rejections from the planning authorities and appeals by a small number of local residents, permission was granted on condition that the minarets would not be used for call to prayer. The Schweizerische Volkspartei [svp; Swiss People's Party] -originally a national conservative party that underwent significant transformation in a radical-populist direction in the 1990s and emerged as a major party in the following decade -took up the issue, first at canton level (unsuccessfully) and in 2007 as a matter of federal constitutional amendment. The requisite number of signatures for a referendum (one hundred thousand) was reached over a long period (April 2007-September 2008) and the referendum was approved by the federal courts as constitutional. All 'mainstream' parties and the majority of religious organisations urged voters to reject the proposal. The courts, while declaring the referendum constitutional, issued a stark warning that approval of the measure would risk running foul of international human rights principles, undermine inter-community relations, and damage Switzerland's image. 66 Opinion polls indicated that public support for the initiative started from a low point and rose in the months before the referendum but remained below forty per cent. On the day of the referendum, however, 57.5% of voters endorsed the measure, with the strongest support in rural cantons where the number of Muslims and immigrants in general was low.
Which factors account for this surprising success of the campaign for the minaret ban? Clearly, the issue had become a symbolic vent for deeper and long-standing public concerns about immigration, Islam, Swiss identity, and national security. Importantly too, these concerns had been nurtured by heightened insecurities caused by international terrorism, the perception of rapidly increasing migration flows, and the uncertainties caused by the worldwide economic crisis. The timing was also crucial: with the rise of support for the svp in the 2003 and 2007 elections, immigration and Islam were high on the political and media agendas; they resonated with the public and were the subject of 'open' policy debates.67 Finally, propaganda played a crucial role -the now infamous svp poster showing a woman in burqa against the backdrop of a Swiss flag pierced by huge minarets in the shape of missiles linked to a number of sensitive contemporary issues (security, Islamic fundamentalism, terrorism, women's rights, national sovereignty) that framed the intended outcome in more acceptable ways to a democratic, liberal electorate. A follow-up referendum demanding the immediate expulsion of immigrants convicted of certain criminal acts, was won in 2010 -though more narrowly -, built on these themes and capitalised on the precedent of the earlier referendum vote, pushing mainstream debate even further into a territory previously considered as belonging to the sphere of stigmatised extremism.68 After its referendum victories, and with electoral support well above twenty-five per cent in the last fifteen years, one could argue that in many respects the svp has more of a claim to being a mainstream party in Switzerland. The key political battlegrounds of immigration, identity, and security that the party had sought to force on the mainstream political debate were by then accepted.
Where a few go, more follow with fewer inhibitions. Once a taboo is broken, it loses its original stigma and liberates demand for similar or more radical measures elsewhere. High-profile mainstream politicians reacted to the widespread condemnation of the Swiss ban on minaret construction by arguing that the underlying fears that led to this outcome must be respected and taken on board by politicians. A series of opinion polls conducted in many European countries shortly after the outcome of the Swiss referendum revealed either majorities or very strong minorities in favour of similar restrictive measures against Muslim places of worship, including outright bans on the construction of further mosques. 
Back to the Future… in a Way
How robust is the current mainstream consensus around liberal values and what kind of challenge does the continuing popularity of the radical populist right pose for 'mainstream' politics and society? The most spectacular recent successes of the radical right in Europe have come from parties and movements (like the National Front under the leadership of Marine Le Pen in France, the ukip in Britain, the Swedish Democrats, the Norwegian Progress Party, and the Dutch pvv) that have effectively blurred the distinction between 'mainstream' and 'extremism' . In so doing, they have largely succeeded in de-stigmatising themselves in the eyes of large sections of public opinion, targeting with their political message a small number of key populist concerns, legitimising more radical ways of speaking and thinking about the future, and thus exposing further the difficulties that 'mainstream' , 'elite' parties have had in adapting to the changing political landscape. Growing voter disaffection with established parties and with the overall operation of the political system has both strengthened the appeal of right-wing populists and become far more pronounced as a result of it. At the same time, a pervasive sense of crisis -both objective and perceived, with material, existential, and identity extensions that feed a cumulative crisis mindset -has revealed a substratum of (more) extreme attitudes buried just under the surface of mainstream moderation and alleged progress.
Since the magnitude of the 2008 worldwide economic crisis became apparent, more and more voices have attempted to draw parallels with the 1930s. Crisis, and the debilitating perception thereof, has enhanced old insecurities and added new explosives fears to the volatile mix. In this milieu of perceived extraordinary challenges and disintegration of certainties, radical parties have thrived in the polls and as agenda-setters. The successful 'mainstreaming' of radical anti-immigration, anti-Islam/Muslim or anti-Roma agendas -to mention only the most prominent -has been the product of a vicious circle: radical parties have been mining pre-existing fears lurching beneath the surface of mainstream moderation, re-framing them into more acceptable and resonant policy platforms, gaining votes and respectability in the process; at the same time, mainstream politicians have responded to the rise of the radical right by actively normalising some of its most extreme discourses and ideas. Accepting the challenge to compete on the same political terrain and against the same benchmarks that have been defined by the discourses of the radical right (immigration quotas, absorption capacity, national sovereignty, cultural identity etc) has proven ineffective, judging by the sustained -and in many cases rising -support for the radical right the polls, however, is a misleading indicator, for the shift in public opinion towards more extreme attitudes in relation to a set of key social issues is far greater than the actual electoral support for parties of the radical right may indicate. Mainstreaming works in asymmetrical and unpredictable ways. While voters may still shy away from condoning the programme of a radical party or may still object to its political style, this does not stop them from actively endorsing, reproducing, and normalising aspects of its extreme discourse. Indeed, what is surprising is not that parties of the radical right have been increasingly successful in the polls, but that this success has not been more pronounced, given the degree of mainstream social support for some of their views. On their part, mainstream political forces may still defend a 'cordon sanitaire' of political marginalisation vis-a-vis parties of the radical right72 but at the same time they may feel tempted to absorb significant parts of the radical right's populist agenda in order to regain the confidence of a disillusioned public (and, as I tried to show earlier, have already done so to an alarming extent, with no end to this tendency in sight). Sounds familiar? History of course does not repeat itself. The conditions of the 1930s are thankfully not reproducible in today's world. A revival of fascism in its interwar guise is highly unlikely, and even less likely to succeed. A catastrophic collapse of democracy is almost inconceivable. Liberal rights are far more entrenched today and possess a far stronger aura of irreversibility; to attack them carries a notably stronger stigma -and this is something that most politicians of the radical right have understood only too well. Still, past failures contain lessons with on-going relevance. The reading of the events of the 1930s that I am offering provides little solace. It was the calamitous implosion of mainstream politics and society that catalysed the success of interwar fascism. It was 'mainstream' social demand that supplied fascist parties with votes, agenda-setting influence, staying power, and potential for rapid transnational diffusion. Above all, however, it was the failure of mainstream political and social actors to address, and respond to, the rise of right-wing extremism in interwar Europe that put in place the necessary conditions for the victory of fascism -with its calamitous consequences of totalitarianism, war, and mass violence. Mainstream society continues to harbour fears and resentments towards 'others' -not the same ones, to be sure, as in the 1930s but this is not the point. A 'crisis mindset' , fed by the debilitating effects of global depression but reaching much further into existential insecurity and ingrained fears about
